Abstract. The (Rudmanetal. 1980; Dupouy 1982) .
In vitro investigations have shown that adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH 1 -39) and tetracosactin (ACTH 1-24), exert profound trophic and corticosteroidogenic effects on the foetal adrenal glands of many species including the rat (Rudmanetal. 1980; Dupouy 1982) .
Relatively little is known of the biological activ¬ ity of the other molecular forms of ACTH found in foetal pituitary extracts although Roebuck et al. (1980) showed in the foetal adrenal cells of 130-to- 4500) occur in the pituitary gland (Châtelain & Dupouy 1980 Dupouy & Châtelain 1985) and plasma of rat foetuses (Châtelain & Cheong 1985) . The 'intermediate' and 'little' forms stimulate the release of corticosterone from perifused adrenal glands removed from 21-day-old foe¬ tuses, but the 'big' form is only weakly active in this respect (Châtelain & Dupouy 1985) .
Immunological studies indicate that the relative proportions of the different molecular forms of ACTH in both the pituitary gland and plasma of rat foetuses change dramatically during gestation (Châtelain & Cheong 1985; Châtelain & Dupouy 1985) although their biological activity during foetal development is unknown. The aim of the present study was cantly ( < 0.001) lower than that of'little* ACTH at every stage of pregnancy (Fig. 3) . Association of 'big' and 'little' ACTH. (Zimmerman & Kraicer 1978; Gasson 1979 ), mouse (Eipper & Mains 1975; Mains & Eipper 1975) , and the guinea-pig (Gasson 1980) and in foetuses of sheep (Roebuck et al. 1980) and monkeys (Roebuck et al. 1985) . The reasons why 'big' ACTH was not very bioactive were not clear. According to Gasson (1979) (1980, 1985) who showed that macromolecular forms of ACTH prepared from adult ovine pituitaries blocked the action of ACTH in isolated foetal adrenal cells of the sheep (Roebuck et al. 1980) and the rhesus monkey (Roebuck et al. 1985) .
These results were confirmed in vivo by Tindell et al. (1985) In our perifusion studies, the corticosterone release induced by a given immunological quan¬ tity of 'little' ACTH increased with foetal age. This result was comparable to those observed in perifusion studies on ovine foetal adrenal tissue (Madill & Basset 1973 ). This increased secretory activity of the rat foetal adrenals might be inter¬ preted as resulting from an increase of the num¬ ber of ACTH receptors; indeed Durand (1979) and Durand et al. (1980) (1979, 1980) 
